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Abstract  
Purpose – The purpose of this study is to identify the extent to which NFP organisations disclose 
information on volunteer contributions of services.  
Design/methodology/approach – The study relies on information disclosed in the websites of NFP 
organisations. 
Findings - We find that disclosure was more prevalent on NFP websites compared to digital annual 
report disclosures. We find that more NFPs provided disclosure on the activities of their volunteers 
than other items pertaining to volunteers and the quantification and valuation of volunteer 
contributions were the least likely to be disclosed. Importantly, the findings illustrate an 
accountability deficiency in the comprehensiveness of disclosure which results in an under-
representation of the contribution volunteers provide to organisational sustainability and impact on 
mission fulfilment.  
Research limitations/implications – The convenience sample size restricts further interrogation to 
tease out organisational characteristics that may influence current disclosure practices. 
Practical implications - The findings contribute to international debate over the inclusion of 
volunteer contributions in the assessment of a NFP’s accountability over its resources and ultimately 
the enhancement of its sustainability. 
Originality/value – This exploratory study examines the current state of practice in the disclosure of 
volunteer contributions at an organisational level in the Australian context. 
Keywords Accountability, Disclosure, Not-for-profit, Volunteers, Sustainability 
Paper type Research paper 
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Accounting for Volunteer Services: A Deficiency in Accountability 
 
1. Introduction 
The economic and social reforms undertaken by many governments during the 1980s and 1990s 
brought about significant shifts in the roles played by government and the not-for-profit (NFP) sector. 
A reduction in government provided services combined with increasing social needs has led to greater 
utilisation of the NFP sector by governments for the delivery of social services (Considine 2000; 
Lyons 2009). Internationally, this shift has seen the sector grow extensively in size and prominence 
(Kreander, Beattie and McPhail, 2009; Salamon, Haddock, Sokolowski and Tice, 2007)1. Within the 
sector, NFP organisations deliver a wide range of services in such areas as social welfare, health, the 
arts, sports, housing, community education, recreation, employment and the environment; often 
serving and helping those that are most disadvantaged, marginalised or helpless. As governments have 
come to embrace the role and importance of NFP organisations to society, the importance of a robust 
and comprehensive demonstration of NFP accountability is increasingly being recognised (Cordery 
and Baskerville, 2007; Ebrahim, 2003; O’Dwyer and Unerman, 2008). Importantly, such 
accountability demands need to reflect the unique characteristics of NFP organisations (Gurd and 
Palmer, 2010; Ryan, Mack, Tooley and Irvine, 2010). Although full consideration of the unique 
characteristics of NFP organisations is beyond the scope of this paper, non exchange transactions in 
the form of volunteer contributions of services (compared to remunerated labour) provides one 
example. 
Volunteer contributions are an important resource for a NFP organisation and to the sector as a whole. 
For example, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2009) found that 34% (4.6m) of Australians over the 
age of 18 contributed 623 million hours of volunteer time to NFP organisations in 2006-2007 at a 
                                                            
1 A John Hopkins study (Salamon et al. 2007) estimated that the sector contributed 5% of the GDP in eight 
countries for which data was available (Canada, US, Japan, Belgium, NZ, Australia, France and Czech 
Republic). According to time-series data, the sector grew at a rate of 8%, which was in excess of the growth rate 
for the general economy. 
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wage equivalent value of $14.6 billion2. This represents a significant contribution to local 
communities which, arguably, needs to be sustained if the level of service provided by NFP 
organisations is not to be curtailed. For many NFP organisations, volunteer contributions can be the 
difference between operational sustainability and not. With its increasing economic and social 
significance, NFP operational sustainability, at both sector and organisational levels, is coming under 
increased scrutiny (Mort and Weerawardena, 2008).  
For a NFP organisation, operational sustainability can be defined as “being able to survive so that it 
can continue to serve its constituency” (Weerwardena, McDonald and Mort, 2010, p. 347). In its more 
obvious form, operational sustainability is enhanced or undermined by the amount of financial 
resources available to the organisation. However, ongoing operational sustainability is also vulnerable 
to the availability and participation of volunteers (Jager, Kreutzer and Beyes, 2009).  
As a result of the unique and widely recognised contribution by volunteers, there are increasing calls 
for NFP organisations to become more accountable for and to publicly recognise the contribution such 
volunteers make to the organisation (Anderson and Zimmerer, 2003; Connolly, Hyndman and 
McMahon, 2009; Narraway and Cordery, 2009). Although the contributions of volunteers are 
beginning to appear in the national accounts of a number of countries (i.e. national satellite accounts 
for non-profits), disclosure and reporting at the organisational level is less obvious (Adams, Bossio 
and Rohan, 1989; Charity Finance Directors’ Group, 2003; Connelly et al., 2009; Helmig, Jegers, 
Lapsley and Ponozzo, 2009; Mook, Sousa, Elgie and Quarter, 2005; Mook, Handy and Quarter, 
2007b). Arguably, this is symptomatic of a financial reporting regulatory environment that has been 
reluctant to engage in the consideration of reporting issues that are unique to the NFP sector (Ryan et 
al. 2010). Indeed, as Candler and Dumont (2010, p. 268) conclude, contributions of volunteer labour 
“are rarely accounted for with the same rigour applied to contributions of financial resources.” 
Nevertheless, Mook, Handy, Ginieniewicz and Quarter (2007a) posit that organisational disclosure 
                                                            
2 Differences of opinion exist as to how contributions of volunteer labour should be valued, if at all. The ABS 
has adopted the ‘replacement cost’ or ‘market cost’ approach whereby each hour of labour time is valued at 
what it would cost the organisation to replace the volunteer with paid labour to perform the particular activity 
being undertaken by the volunteer. 
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and reporting of volunteer contributions provides a more complete accounting that will reflect more 
accurately the value of the organisation to the community and for volunteers, it can demonstrate their 
collective value to the organisation and community. 
Prior research on the disclosure and reporting of volunteer contributions has primarily focused on the 
complex issue of valuation (see for example, Brown, 1999; Cordery, Proctor-Thomson and Smith, 
2011; Handy and Srinivasan, 2004; Mook et al., 2007b; Neysmith and Reitsma-Street, 2000). Other 
research has examined management reasons for and against disclosing volunteer information and the 
factors which influence the decision of management to make such disclosures (e.g. Adams et al., 
1989; Handy, Ginieiewicz, Mook and Quarter, 2007; Mook et al., 2007b). However, there is no 
existing literature that has examined the current state of practice in the disclosure of volunteer 
contributions at an organisational level in the Australian context. The objective of this exploratory 
study is to identify the scope and nature of current online disclosure practices of a selection of 
Australian NFP organisations. Informed by a ‘thematic framework’, an analysis of NFP organisations’ 
websites is undertaken to identify, locate and categorise disclosures pertaining to volunteers. The 
findings indicate that while a majority of sampled organisations provided some form of online 
disclosure pertaining to volunteers, there is an absence of comprehensive disclosure quantifying 
(financial and non-financial) volunteer contributions. The findings are useful because they signal an 
accountability deficiency in accounting and reporting on the impact that volunteers have on 
organisational sustainability and mission achievement.   
 
2. NFP Accountability and Reporting 
While the concept of accountability remains elusive and lacks a precise definition (Sinclair, 1995), it 
is a key mechanism by which NFP organisations achieve legitimacy for themselves and for the sector 
as a whole (Ospina, Diaz and O’Sullivan, 2002). As suggested by Cornwall, Lucas and Pasteur (2000, 
p. 3) accountability evokes a sense of “being held responsible by others” and “taking (self) 
responsibility” for what has been done. Thus, accountability elicits both a reactive response and a 
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proactive response from the accountor and provides a mechanism whereby the organisation is more 
meaningfully able to engage with its stakeholders in shaping its organisational mission, goals and 
performance to ensure that the public trust is served (Ebrahim, 2003). 
The notion of accountability is based on the concept that NFP organisations are stewards of the 
resources provided to them. A stewardship relationship begins when the resources and related 
responsibilities are accepted by the organisation and accountability exists in the context of this 
relationship (Mulgan, 2000). Stakeholder theory acknowledges that all individuals are in some way 
stakeholders in an organisation’s activities (Freeman, 1984) and that the interests of those 
stakeholders are “of intrinsic value” (Shankman, 1999, p. 323). For a NFP organisation, stakeholders 
are those who can affect or are affected by the achievement of the organisation’s social mission 
(Freeman, 1984) or persons who can impact or be impacted by the organisation (Brenner, 1995). 
Thus, NFP organisations can legitimise their operations by accounting to, and being open and 
transparent with, a diverse stakeholder group that includes funders, donors and supporters (including 
volunteers), oversight agencies, government, beneficiary and client groups, and the public at large 
(Broadbent Report, 1999). 
The annual report is an important source of information on the activities of a NFP organisation and is 
a key means of communication between the organisation and its stakeholders (Kilcullen, Hancock and 
Izan, 2007). However, regulations currently governing annual reporting draw on the accounting 
models of for-profit entities and do not adequately represent the operation of socially oriented 
organisations (Aranoff, 2003; Ryan et al., 2010). Notably, and because no market transaction is 
involved, volunteer contributions of time are often excluded from the financial statements of NFP 
organisations (Adams et al., 1989; Helmig et al., 2009; Kilcullen et al., 2007; Mook et al., 2005)3. 
Nevertheless, as a significant amount of value generated by NFP organisations comes from 
                                                            
3 Some jurisdictions do encourage the reporting of volunteer contributions but only under certain conditions. For 
example, in the USA the contribution, in the form of specialised skills, must create or improve a nonfinancial 
asset that would otherwise need to be purchased. Canadian NFPs can report volunteer contributions when used 
in the normal course of operations and in the UK, only donated trade and/or professional services can be 
recognised. Although Australian accounting standard AASB 1004 "Contributions" provides guidance in the 
reporting of non-reciprocal transfers, the requirement of a 'reliable measure' restricts the development of a 
sustained reporting practice.  
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volunteers, to not report on volunteer contributions restricts the relevance of information used to base 
decisions affecting the NFP organisation (e.g. cost of services and inputs required to fulfil its social 
mission) and to assess its impact on the community it serves (e.g. legitimising the organisation’s 
community involvement). Further, as volunteer contributions are as important to a NFP organisation 
as other resources, then management have a responsibility for this resource and, arguably, are 
accountable for volunteer performance (Candler and Dumont, 2010; Charity Finance Directors’ 
Group, 2003). Funding organisations, through their grant application processes, are also seeking non-
financial information on volunteers (Huang and Hooper, 2010; Leat, 2007). Such information is seen 
to be important in assessing NFP organisational capacity to deliver programs and achieve desired 
outcomes. Therefore, disclosure of volunteer contributions is both a decision-useful and 
accountability issue. In the present study, we focus on the organisational accountability aspect of 
volunteer contribution disclosure. 
Accountability has traditionally been discharged through the publication of financial reports which 
contain useful information for interested stakeholders (Connolly and Hyndman, 2004). Such reports 
are the main means of communicating financial information about the NFP organisation to third 
parties4 and so are fundamental to discharging accountability (Firth, 1979; Mack and Ryan, 2003; 
Walker, 1988). However, accountability requires more than just financial information. It includes 
non-financial information and the evaluation of that information. According to Stewart (1984), while 
financial language is important to accountability, if it is the only language, then the basis of 
accountability will be limited. Thus, organisational accountability reporting would be concerned with 
a wide range of sufficient and meaningful information, in both financial and non-financial terms, that 
enables stakeholders to obtain a comprehensive understanding of what the NFP organisation is 
endeavouring to achieve and the progress being made, and to account for the ways it has used 
resources provided for fulfilling its social mission (Coy, Fisher and Gordon, 2001). Volunteer 
participation is a significant resource used by NFP organisations to achieve their social missions and 
                                                            
4 The term ‘third party’ is used in this context to refer to parties who have an interest in the affairs of the NFP 
organisation, however they are not in a position to successfully demand information that satisfies their particular 
requirements. NFP third parties would therefore include: employees, volunteers, donors, beneficiaries, and 
public. 
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its disclosure, whether in financial or non-financial terms, is therefore an important issue for 
consideration as an element of organisational accountability.  
Within this context, accountability reporting may extend beyond the formal published annual report to 
include additional voluntary reports and reviews. Increasingly, information is being communicated in 
digital format whereby the internet is seen as an important communication tool that enables 
information to be disseminated in an efficient and effective manner. The focus of the current study is 
on information concerning volunteer contributions of service communicated through the websites of 
NFP organisations and the following two broad questions will be answered: 
RQ1: How prevalent is web-based reporting and disclosure of volunteer contributions of 
  service? 
RQ2: What is the form and nature of the web-based reporting and disclosure of volunteer 
  contributions of service? 
 
3. Research Design 
In order to pursue the research objective, empirical evidence was collected from a content analysis of 
NFP organisation’s websites. A database maintained by Volunteering Queensland, the peak body for 
volunteering in Queensland (Australia) that represents the interests of volunteers and community 
organisations, provided a convenience sample of NFP organisations. Annually, Volunteering 
Queensland refers over 10,000 volunteers and engages with over 2,000 organisations.  
After excluding multiple listings and the removal of government bodies, private companies, and 
organisations that did not have a web page5, the final sample consisted of 432 NFP organisations6. 
Using the website7 as a primary source of data was deemed appropriate for a number of reasons. First, 
Civille (1997) notes that the internet provides NFPs with "a resource that has never been available to 
NFPs before now: affordable, direct, interactive access to the public at large." Through the web, NFP 
                                                            
5 Without a web site, it was deemed that the required information was not publicly available and therefore did 
not fall within the bounds of the research. 
6 Each organisation’s website was accessed and analysed during the period June to August, 2009.  
7 The entire website for each organisation was interrogated, including any hyperlinked material. 
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organisations are able to represent themselves and communicate information to key stakeholders. 
Disclosure through a web site provides the organisation with the capacity to reach communities who 
may otherwise be restricted by the traditional printed medium of communication (Kyriacou, Pancholi 
and Baskaran, 2010). This concept is extended by Hodgkinson and Nelson (2001) who conclude that 
the provision of an annual report online illustrates that the organisation is being accountable. Second, 
prior research has established that a website may present more detailed information than what is 
possible with traditional, printed materials (Kaplan, 1996). Posting information to a web site provides 
an inexpensive method of relaying information to stakeholders in an arena that is relatively free of 
regulation. Annual reports (including financial statements) that were publicly provided on the web site 
were also examined as they may offer additional insights into the reporting of volunteer contributions, 
specifically measurement8.  
Content analysis is a widely used qualitative research technique (e.g., Elo and Kyngas, 2007; Hsieh 
and Shannon, 2005) that draws on protocols for efficient analysis of large data sets with textual 
components. As a research technique, content analysis has been used to interrogate annual reports and 
disclosures, and organisational web sites (Kyriacou et al., 2010). Qualitative content analysis goes 
beyond the quantification of a ‘unit of analysis’ and focuses on the actual content and themes of a text 
and “is the process of identifying, coding and categorizing the primary patterns in the data” (Patton, 
1990, p.381). Driving this analysis is the fundamental goal of reducing “many words of the text into 
much fewer content categories” (Weber, 1990. p.12). The content analysis was informed by a 
'thematic framework' that reflected different themes of disclosure (refer Table 1). The themes were 
initially developed through a review of the literature that identified, from an organisational 
perspective, a number of approaches and methods for the disclosure of volunteer contributions of 
labour (e.g. Anderson and Zimmer, 2003; Brown, 1999; Clary, Snyder, Ridge, Miene and Haugen, 
1994; Goulbourne and Embuldeniya, 2002a, 2002b; Handy and Srinivasan, 2004; Institute of 
Chartered Accountants of Australia, 2009; Mook et al., 2007b; Neysmith and Reitsma-Street, 2000; 
Quarter, Mook and Richmond, 2003). The initial list of themes were applied to a sample of 10 
                                                            
8 Only the most recent annual report uploaded onto the organisation’s website, at the time of data collection, was 
analysed and this varied from year ends 2005/2006 through to 2008/2009. 
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organisation’s websites and it was found necessary to include additional categories to better capture 
the range of disclosures made9. To categorise disclosures relating to volunteers, the narrative text and 
financial reports were read word-for-word with statements relating to volunteers being assigned to one 
of the pre-established categories. It is acknowledged that the methodology employed can only be used 
to determine the quantity of NFP organisations disclosing and not the quantity or quality of disclosure 
and constitutes a limitation of the study. 
< INSERT TABLE 1 > 
 
4. Findings 
4.1 Organisational Characteristics 
As presented in Table 2, just over half (55%) of the organisations were structured as incorporated 
associations and a further 19% as companies limited by guarantee. It is to be expected that these 
differing business structures may have an impact on the nature and location of disclosure. For 
example, incorporated associations are subject to State legislation and are required to lodge periodic 
returns which are generally financial in nature, thus satisfying a minimum standard of financial 
accountability. NFP organisations structured as companies limited by guarantee are registered under 
Commonwealth of Australia law and are subject to the comprehensive reporting requirements of the 
Corporations Law which includes the lodgement of annual financial and other returns. Unlike 
incorporated associations which operate within State, companies limited by guarantee are able to 
operate across multiple Australian State jurisdictions. Unincorporated associations have no legal 
requirement for reporting; however, reporting requirements may be specified in the association’s 
constitution. The largest group of organisations were classified (by Volunteer Queensland) as 
community welfare providers.  
                                                            
9The methods and approaches advocated in the literature primarily focused on financial, efficiency and 
productivity measures. However, and as evidenced in the research findings and analysis, very few organisations 
ventured into these realms of disclosure. 
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< INSERT TABLE 2 > 
 
4.2 Disclosure of Volunteer Contributions 
Of the 432 NFP organisations sampled, 320 organisations (74%) provided some form of web-based 
disclosure pertaining to their volunteers. Companies limited by guarantee provided the lowest 
disclosure rate (68%) which is somewhat unexpected as the current regulatory reporting environment 
imposes the greatest disclosure requirement on this form of operating structure. Incorporated 
associations had the highest disclosure rate (76%). Of the 89 organisations that had uploaded their 
annual report (including financial statements) onto their organisation web site (19% of both 
incorporated and unincorporated associations, and 32% of companies limited by guarantee) 80 
organisations made reference to volunteers within the annual report; nevertheless, all 89 organisations 
provided disclosure outside of the annual report. It is evident that current disclosure practice favours 
the placement of information on volunteer contributions outside of the annual report.  
From the data presented in Table 3 it is evident that the majority (74%) of disclosing NFP 
organisations provided online volunteer-focused disclosures that are categorised around three or fewer 
of the 14 disclosure themes comprising the thematic framework (refer Table 1). No organisation 
provided disclosure on more than nine thematic categories. Although the identification and promotion 
of what might be considered volunteer disclosure ‘best practice’ is beyond the scope of this study, the 
frequency of low thematic disclosures does highlight opportunity for a more extended and 
comprehensive approach to volunteer disclosures. 
<INSERT TABLE 3> 
 
4.3 Categorisation of Disclosures Made 
4.3.1 Acknowledgement of contribution 
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One of the simplest disclosure options to recognise volunteer contributions of time is to show 
appreciation for these actions. Despite this simplicity, the empirical evidence, from the observed 
online disclosures10, finds that organisations did not frequently thank their volunteers (refer Table 4). 
Sixty-one organisations provided a general acknowledgement of the contributions received from their 
volunteers. Typically, the expressions of appreciation were directed to volunteers as a group, for 
example; 
 “with appreciation (XYZ) also acknowledges the contributions made by parishes, schools, 
volunteers and donors who supported our work”  
 
 
A small number of organisations (17) provided a more individualised expression of appreciation for 
their volunteers. For example, one organisation noted the (unnamed) milestones: 
  “closer to home the following milestones were reached by volunteers across the country: 
 20 years service – 1 volunteer 
 15 years service – 9 volunteers 
 10 years service – 27 volunteers 
 5 years service – 69 volunteers” 
 
< INSERT TABLE 4 > 
 
4.3.2 Social mission / community support 
In acknowledging the contribution of volunteer labour, the importance of volunteers for the continued 
operations of the NFP organisation was referred to, directly or indirectly, by 142 organisations (refer 
Table 5). At one level of disclosure, the importance of volunteers was acknowledged through broad 
statements such as: 
“volunteers are a vital part of (XYZ) and are involved in many areas of the organisation. The 
gift of your time is greatly valued and helps ensure the work of (XYZ) can continue.” 
 
                                                            
10  It is acknowledged that an organisation may thank its volunteers in alternative ways and forums (e.g. 
personally), however the focus of this study is on public recognition of service and contribution through the 
organisation’s web site. 
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At another level, some attempt was made to highlight a connection between the unpaid contributions 
of volunteers and aspects of organisational financial performance: 
 "This volunteering can take many forms and is essential for maintaining lower cost levels ..."  
< INSERT TABLE 5 > 
 
Notably, a majority of organisations provided detailed information regarding positions held by 
volunteers (“administration volunteers, fundraising volunteers, trainers, branch leaders, vehicle 
maintenance volunteers”) and tasks performed: 
“Our Prison and Youth Detention Visitation programs see (XYZ) volunteers spend time with 
inmates, adult and juvenile, to help rebuild self-esteem and social skills through building 
friendships” 
 
A number of organisations provided statements that identified the social impact of volunteer 
contributions. These statements include the impact that the volunteers had on others, for example,   
“Trained volunteer respite carers enable those caring for (ABC) clients to take breaks” 
 
 and an impact on the volunteers themselves:  
“We are a group of men and women, giving our time and skills, and in return we have the 
satisfaction of providing a worthwhile community service. As well, we have the 
companionship of persons of similar interests. Most members and volunteers are retired and 
find a need to remain active and appreciated. Our younger members have an opportunity to 
learn skills of benefit to their future, and are a valued group.” 
 
4.3.3 Human resource measures  
Relative to other disclosures, there were fewer attempts to quantify, either in financial or non-
financial terms, volunteer contributions (refer Table 6). Although 320 organisations made some 
disclosure pertaining to their volunteers, only 63 organisations disclosed the number of volunteers 
employed. Some disclosures were precise (“Volunteers 3030”), while other disclosures were less 
precise (“Each year approximately 150 enthusiastic and reliable volunteers are recruited”). A small 
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number of organisations identified both paid employees and unpaid volunteers (“Our 1958 employees 
and 737 volunteers”).  
< INSERT TABLE 6 > 
 
Disclosure of the number of hours contributed by volunteer workers was found to be rarely made. One 
organisation that did disclose quantity of hours contributed by volunteers identified not only the 
aggregated number of hours (“last year over 30,000 volunteer hours were contributed to making a 
difference to the lives of so many”) but also broke the number of hours contributed into individual 
programs (“throughout the year 76 XYZ community volunteers provided 4,600 hours of volunteering 
support for program …”). 
Very few organisations provided financial disclosures pertaining to their volunteers. No financial 
disclosures were provided within the financial statements (arguably due to issues of reliability of 
measurement), but were either located within the broader annual report or web site. Although nine 
organisations provided a financial value of volunteer contribution (for example, “our volunteers’ 
generous contribution of their time was worth over $5.5 million in 2007/08”) only one organisation 
provided an explanation of the formula used to calculate this value: “calculated as 162 projects at an 
average of 43 days per project (6,966 volunteer days) at a rate of $350 per day”, however, no 
explanation was provided as to how the number of days or the daily rate was determined. 
Although it is to be expected that NFP organisations would incur costs in regard to the engagement of 
volunteers (for example, volunteer coordinator/manager, reimbursement of out-of-pocket expenses, 
and training and development expenses), only two organisations provided transparent volunteer 
associated costs. One of these two organisations, for example, disclosed: 
“Volunteer preparation program / facilitator expenses 
2008 $42,963 
2009 $35,669” 
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The roles and responsibilities of both volunteers and organisations were referred to by a number of 
organisations. The provision of a clear statement of roles and responsibilities lays the foundation for a 
relationship between volunteers and the organisation and articulates the commitment the NFP 
organisation has for its volunteers. One organisation provided the following statement: 
“(XYZ) acknowledges that volunteers have particular rights and responsibilities, and 
endeavour in all our programs and activities involving volunteers to ensure these are uphold 
and respected by all staff and volunteers at (XYZ) in accordance with the Rights and 
Responsibilities Statement.” 
 
Other organisations provided detailed description of the rights afforded to its volunteers: 
“clear communication on the types of roles available, and what these roles require (e.g. skills, 
experience, level of commitment). 
To have access to varied, fulfilling and interesting work. 
To a physically and emotional safe and healthy work environment. 
To either accept or refuse jobs .…” 
 
This commitment includes clear understanding of volunteer entitlement to reimbursement of costs 
incurred, “all reasonable expenses incurred by volunteers shall be reimbursed”, and support provided 
to volunteers, “this includes: induction training, role/task specific training, professional development 
training, refresher training.” 
 
5. Discussion and conclusions 
The NFP sector is characterised by organisations with a very strong bond to their local communities, 
with multiple accountability relationships identified between the organisation and its community 
stakeholders (Austin, 2000). Importantly, it is the mission statement that provides the focal point 
around which accountability is defined and through which a collective ‘felt responsibility’ (Fry, 1995) 
for organisational outcomes evolves. This reciprocated sense of responsibility (Ebrahim, 2003) 
provides a basis for NFP organisations to portray organisational legitimacy which is important as they 
are reliant upon their communities for their ongoing sustainability (Ospina et al., 2002). Volunteers 
play an integral role in NFP organisational sustainability and the reporting and disclosure of 
volunteers’ contributions of service (time) is useful to a range of stakeholders for assessing 
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management’s stewardship of the NFP organisation in achieving organisational mission and decision 
making (e.g., understanding better the inputs required to maintain organisational sustainability). 
The finding (RQ1) that a majority of NFP organisations provided some form of disclosure on 
volunteer contributions supports the notion that disclosure of volunteer contributions has information 
content that, arguably, is perceived to be of value to interested stakeholders and/or is considered to be 
the ‘right’ thing to do by NFP organisations. However, the broad picture emerging (RQ2) is that there 
is a general state of deficiency in accounting for volunteer contributions and thus a failure by NFPs to 
adequately demonstrate organisational accountability for its reliance on, and use of, volunteers. While 
the majority of NFP organisations restricted their disclosure of volunteer contributions to non-
financial narrative, including, in some instances, minimal quantitative measures of volunteer input, 
there was a lack of informational value regarding the important, and significant, contributions made 
by volunteers to mission performance and social impact. Indeed, and as highlighted by participants in 
Connelly et al.’s (2009, p.26) study, there is a need for “more than a ‘thank you’”. There is a need for 
NFPs to embrace a broader account of their volunteers whereby the actions of “individuals and 
organizations” regarding “organizational mission, goals and performance” are presented to both 
external and internal stakeholders (Ebrahim, 2005, p.194). Such statements of account would lead to a 
more comprehensive approach in the accounting for the impact of volunteer contributed services on 
NFP organisational performance and sustainability – encompassing both financial and non-financial 
dimensions. 
While it is generally recognised that volunteer input is vital to the ongoing sustainability of many NFP 
organisations, the non-inclusion of volunteers in the financial reports implies that volunteers have 
zero impact on the operating capability of the NFP organisation. As Mook et al. (2007b, p. 60) argued 
“excluding volunteer labour in NFP accounting statements undervalues a key and valuable resource 
that many NFPs rely on.” Such invisibility may result in flawed economic decision making – for 
example, incorrect assumptions about the relative inputs of government and private citizens to social 
services (Brown, 1999) and, importantly for sustainability purposes, establishing the cost of services 
(Millar and Abraham, 2004). Ongoing underreporting may also present an unintended consequence in 
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organisational endeavours to attract and retain volunteers. Volunteers need to feel valued, whether the 
reporting be financial/non-financial quantitative/qualitative, to be motivated and retained (Wilson, 
Hendricks and Smithies, 2001). Organisational disclosure and reporting of volunteer contributions and 
impact can demonstrate to volunteers their value to the organisation and the wider community they 
seek to serve. 
Despite the extensive contribution to Australian society by volunteers, current Australian accounting 
standards do not require or enforce disclosure of such unpaid work, thus giving NFP organisations 
significant discretion as to the extent to which they formally recognise such contributions, if at all. 
The voluntary nature of current reporting means that the economic value of volunteer contributions 
will remain largely invisible. Although the practical difficulties involved in measuring volunteer input 
are acknowledged, such information is relevant, if not necessary, to an assessment of the stewardship 
of all the organisation’s resources by management. As Mook et al. (2005, p. 411) found in their study, 
including volunteer time provided “a more complete picture of an organisation’s performance story."  
Volunteer contributions of services are an important organisational resource and the dearth of 
disclosure on volunteering, as evidenced in this study, is a deficiency in the organisational 
accountability of NFPs. The findings provide NFP organisations with indications on the kinds of 
information and disclosures needed to improve organisational accountability for the management of 
resources in the form of volunteer contributions of services. Undoubtedly there are key conceptual 
and methodological challenges in the reporting of volunteer contributions (e.g., the measurement of 
economic value and social impact), however, and as highlighted within the thematic framework, there 
are other types of disclosure (e.g., number of volunteers and hours contributed) which, arguably, 
present less of a challenge and yet serve to raise the awareness of such a key organisational resource. 
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TABLES 
Table 1: Thematic Framework 
Categorisation Of Disclosure Description 
Acknowledgement of Contribution 
 Thank you 
 
 Individual recognition 
 
 
 
 
 Has the organisation thanked its volunteers for their 
contribution? 
 Has the organisation acknowledged individual volunteers or 
recognised the achievements of particular groups of 
volunteers? 
 
Social Mission / Community Support  
 Reliance 
 
 Tasks performed by volunteers 
 
 Community benefit 
 
 
 Benefit to volunteers 
 
 
 
 Has the organisation expressed a dependence on volunteers 
for the on-going provision of services? 
 Has the organisation provided disclosure of the type of work 
performed by volunteers? 
 Has the organisation disclosed information in relation to the 
impact the volunteer contribution has on the wider social 
environment? 
 Has the organisation provided information relating to the 
‘benefits’ volunteers receive from their contributions? 
 
Human Resource Measures 
Non-financial 
 Number of volunteers 
 Hours contributed 
 
Financial 
 Dollar value 
 
 Calculation of dollar value 
 
 Volunteer expenses 
 
Policy 
 Volunteer program/training 
 
 Code of conduct 
 
 Reimbursement of volunteer costs 
 
 
 Has the organisation disclosed the number of volunteers? 
 Has the organisation disclosed the quantity of time 
contributed? 
 
 Has the organisation disclosed a financial value of volunteer 
contributions? 
 Has the organisation explained the basis of the financial 
value calculation? 
 Has the organisation outlined the expenses associated with 
volunteer contributions? 
 
 Has the organisation outlined the procedures in place for 
training and the management of volunteer contributions? 
 Has the organisation outlined its behavioural policies and 
expectations of volunteers? 
 Has the organisation outlined a policy of providing 
compensation for out-of-pocket expenses incurred by 
volunteers? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
24 
 
Table 2: Organisational Structure and Primary Area of Service 
Primary Area of Service Incorporated 
Association 
Unincorporated 
Association 
Company 
Limited by 
Guarantee 
Other11 / 
Unknown 
Total 
Community Welfare 45 14 15 8 82 
(19%) 
Disabilities 25 6 13 9 53 
(12%) 
Health 24 4 12 5 45 
(10%) 
Aged Care 20 6 7 4 37 
(9%) 
Sport / Recreation 22 8 2 4 36 
(8%) 
Conservation / Environment 
/ Animal Liberation 
23 3 4 5 35 
(8%) 
Other12 78 16 27 23 144 
(33%) 
Total 237 
(55%) 
57 
(13%) 
80 
(19%) 
58 
(13%) 
432 
(100%) 
 
 
Table 3: Number of Themes Disclosed 
Number of themes disclosed 
(max. 14) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Frequency of NFP 
organisations disclosing (n= 
320) 
95 78 65 32 25 16 7 1 1 
 
 
Table 4: Acknowledgement of Contribution 
Categories Disclosed only in 
Annual Report 
(n = 80) 
Disclosed only in 
Web Site 
(n = 320) 
Disclosed in 
both Annual 
Report and Web 
Site 
(n = 320) 
Total Number of 
Organisations 
disclosing 
(n = 320) 
Thank you 29 32 - 61 
Individual Recognition 6 10 1 17 
 
 
                                                            
11 Other structures include: Co-operative (2) and Trust (2). 
12 Other primary areas of service include: Aboriginal and Islander Services (2), Arts/Theatre/Museums (29), 
Child Care/Child Support (9), Crisis/Emergency Support (8), Education (12), Employment/Rehabilitation (8), 
Multicultural Groups (12), Professional Associations (3), Social Justice (13), Support Groups (14), 
Tourism/Hospitality/Heritage (17), Youth Care (17). 
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Table 5: Social Mission / Community Support 
Categories Disclosed only in 
Annual Report 
(n = 80) 
Disclosed only in 
Web Site 
(n = 320) 
Disclosed in 
both Annual 
Report and Web 
Site 
(n = 320) 
Total Number of 
Organisations 
disclosing 
(n = 320) 
Reliance 12 124 6 142 
Tasks performed by 
Volunteers 
8 248 18 274 
Community Benefit 5 34 2 41 
Benefit to Volunteers 3 86 4 93 
 
 
 
Table 6 Human Resource Measures 
Categories Disclosed only in 
Annual Report 
(n = 80) 
Disclosed only in 
Web Site 
(n = 320) 
Disclosed in 
both Annual 
Report and Web 
Site 
(n = 320) 
Total Number of 
Organisations 
disclosing 
(n = 320) 
Non-financial     
Number of Volunteers 10 40 13 63 
Hours Contributed 2 7 - 9 
Financial     
Dollar Value 3 3 3 9 
Calculation of Dollar Value 1 - - 1 
Volunteer expenses 2 - - 2 
Policy     
Volunteer program/training 6 92 15 113 
Code of Conduct 17 3 1 21 
Reimbursement of costs 0 11 0 11 
 
 
